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September 6, 2011

Barry Hayhurst
URS Operating Systems
1099 18th Street, Suite 710
Denver, Colorado

		Subject:

		Preliminary Results – EPA Cement Creek Wetland Delineations and Sensitive Habitat Assessments







Dear Mr. Hayhurst;

URS has completed the field surveys for wetlands and sensitive habitats on Cement Creek.  This letter includes the results of those surveys. Preliminary figures overlain on topographic maps and aerial photographs are attached.  The information provided does not include a detailed methodology, individual wetland data forms, or other supporting documentation.  All information relevant to the Project will be included in the full report. 


Summary


A total of four wetlands with streamside lengths greater than 0.10 mile (528 linear feet) were delineated within the Project.  One of these wetlands occurs directly below the Mogul Mine point Source.   Three of the wetlands occur below all point sources.

The Cement Creek study area does not contain any sensitive habitats or species that are closely associated with the stream.  Several sensitive habitats and species are known to occur along Cement Creek but are primarily supported by groundwater (fens and iron fens), or adjacent forested habitat (Canada lynx, Lynx canadensis).  One rare moss (Sphagnum obtusum) has been reported from near the study area at Gladstone, but was not observed in the study area.  


Wetlands

Methods

Wetland delineations along Cement Creek were conducted by URS certified wetland delineators between August 22 and August 27, 2011. Wetlands were identified within 10 feet of the Ordinary High Water Mark of Cement Creek on properties with previously granted access (study area). 

Under the Environmental Protection Agency Hazard Ranking System (HRS), only wetlands with hydrophytic vegetative characteristics that span greater than 0.10 mile (528 linear feet) along the creek channel qualify for consideration.  These aquatic features must be wetlands that also meet the United States Corps of Engineers definition of a wetland as stated in 40 CFR 230.3.  For the purposes of this survey, wetlands with over 200 feet of continuous stream frontage were formally delineated.  Shorter or patchy wetland fringes can also be considered qualitatively under the HRS; therefore, the locations and approximate lengths of all wetlands observed within the study area were noted on field maps. 

Wetlands were identified in the field as areas having positive evidence of three environmental parameters: hydric soils, wetland hydrology, and hydrophytic vegetation.  Wetlands were formally delineated using the Routine Determination protocol (Environmental Laboratory 1987), the USACE Regional Supplement to the Corps of Engineers Wetland Delineation Manual: Western Mountains, Valleys, and Coasts Region Version 2.0 (Environmental Laboratory 2008), and the minimum requirements for wetland delineations in the USACE Sacramento District (USACE 2001).  

Results


A total of four wetlands that qualify under the HRS wetland stream length criteria were delineated within the study area.  These include WL 2-1 (Map 1), WL 2-2 (Map 1), WL 3-3 (Maps 1 and 2), and WL 10-1 (Map 9).  The shortest of these is WL 2-2 (590 feet or 0.11 mile) and the longest is WL 10-1 (1,062 linear feet or 0.20 mile).  The aggregate total of all HRS qualifying wetlands is 3,542 linear feet, or 0.67 mile.  


A total of five point source contamination areas were emphasized in the survey.  These include the Grand Mogul, the North Mogul, the Mogul, the Red and Bonita, and the Upper Gold King mines.  Wetland 10-1 occurs directly below the Mogul Mine Point Source.  WL 2-1, WL2-2, and WL3-3 occur below all point sources. 

Non-qualifying wetlands delineated on Cement Creek include 3,757 linear feet (0.70 mile) along the stream bank.  These wetlands occur as fringes in areas where channel banks are fragmented by steep slopes, deposition, or by natural/manmade disturbance.  WL9-1 and 9-2 (Map 8) are an example of this types of wetland fringe.  


Table 1 includes the lengths of all formally delineated wetlands with streamside lengths of greater than 0.10 mile.  Table 2 includes total lengths of all other delineated wetlands.

Table 1

HRS Qualifying Wetlands on Cement Creek


		Name

		Length of Longest Segment (linear feet)

		Miles

		Meets HRS Criteria



		WL 2-1

		938

		0.18

		Yes



		WL 2-2

		590

		0.11

		Yes



		WL 3-3A

		461

		0.09

		Yes - Continuous with WL3-3B



		WL 3-3B

		491

		0.09

		Yes - Continuous with WL3-3A



		WL10-1

		1,062

		0.20

		Yes



		Total HRS Qualifying Wetlands

		3,542

		0.67

		





Table 2


Wetlands Delineated on Cement Creek Greater Than 200 Linear Feet

		Name

		Length of Longest Segment (linear feet)

		Miles

		Meets HRS Criteria



		WL 3-1

		266

		0.05

		No



		WL 3-2W

		153

		0.03

		No



		WL 3-4

		384

		0.07

		No



		WL 3-5

		245

		0.05

		No



		WL 4-1

		229

		0.04

		No



		WL 4-2

		396

		0.07

		No



		WL 4-3

		360

		0.07

		No



		WL 4-4

		323

		0.06

		No



		WL 5-1

		232

		0.04

		No



		WL 5-2

		257

		0.05

		No



		WL 9-1

		419

		0.08

		No



		WL 9-2

		493

		0.09

		No



		Total Other Delineated Wetlands

		3,757

		0.70

		





Sensitive Species and Habitats


Methods


Field surveys to evaluate the presence of sensitive habitats and species were conducted from August 22 to 29, 2011.  The study area extended along Cement Creek and included the adjacent valley floor and lower slopes and point sources including Grand Mogul, North Mogul, Mogul, Red and Bonita, and Upper Gold King mines.  The study area included public lands managed by BLM and areas of private land where access had been obtained.  Survey techniques included walking the study area, observations of plant and animal species, and mapping of habitats.  Numerous photographs were taken, and soil composition in potential fen areas was assessed using shovel tests.  Prior to the field survey, available information on potential rare and sensitive species and habitats was obtained from the Colorado Natural Heritage Program, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), Colorado Parks and Wildlife, Colorado Natural Diversity Information Source, and San Juan Public Lands (BLM).  


Fens


Seventeen fens were found within the study area, and several additional fens were observed in adjacent areas of private land that were not included in the study area.  Fens are wetlands that primarily have saturated organic soils (peat or muck) and hydrology provided by groundwater.  They are considered regionally important because they take thousands of years to develop, are generally not replaceable, and have important hydrological and water quality functions (USFWS 1999).  They are protected under guidance and regulations of federal land management agencies, USFWS, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  


Because fens are primarily supported by groundwater, they occur above the stream ordinary high water mark and unlikely to be influenced by normal stream flows.  Where they border the stream, there can be wetlands adjacent to the stream supported hydrologically by both stream flow and seepage from the fen.  However, it was observed that these streamside wetlands have mineral soils from sediment deposition during high flows.  Where organic soils extend to the stream edge, there is usually a drop-off of 2 feet or more between the bottom of the fen and the edge of the stream.  


Although stream flow does not appear to influence fens that are adjacent to it, discharge from mines on the valley slopes does affect several fens that are located between the mine and Cement Creek. Fens that are influenced by mine discharge including those below the Mogul Mine, Adams Mine, and Red and Bonita Mines.  There are areas of deposited sediment within the Mogul Mine fen, but water from mine discharge appears to intermingle with other sources of water extending over about 60% of the fen.  Below the other two sites, there are areas of live fen interspersed with large areas of bare organic and mineral soils.  Much of the bare area appears to be former fen.  Mine discharge appears to have reduced the size of the fens by erosion, alteration of hydrology (due to flows being diverted to the eroded bare areas), and potentially by toxic discharges.  


Iron Fens


According to the Colorado Natural Heritage Program, iron fens have only been reported in Colorado.  Iron fens are unique in that they have acidic water, high ion concentrations, and feature limonite (bog iron) terraces.  Of the 15 iron fens in Colorado, 5 are located in San Juan County.  The CNHP considers all of Cement Creek valley floor from near Gladstone to below Topeka Gulch to be part of the Cement Creek Iron Fen Potential Conservation Area, with the most prominent examples present at Tiger Gulch and Topeka Gulch.  The Tiger Gulch site is on private land outside the study area, but was observable from the road and extends into the study area; while the Topeka Gulch site appears to be on private land and not visible from the road.  Six of the fens in the study area had limonite ledges and/or red sediments, and additional iron fens were observed from the road at several locations on private lands outside of the study area.    Iron fens with limonite terraces are shown on the figures.  Like other fens in the Cement Creek Valley, iron fens are supported by groundwater and do not appear to be supported by stream flow.  Where they are located adjacent to streams, there are limonite terraces and aprons with seepage toward the stream, along with extensive areas of moss and small amounts of sedges (Carex sp.) and other wetland vegetation.  


Canada lynx


Canada lynx is a federally threatened species.  The Cement Creek Valley is located within the San Juan Mountains core area, where Colorado Parks and Wildlife began releasing lynx in 1999 with the hope of reestablishing a population.  Canada lynx occur primarily in subalpine forests, and riparian areas are considered to be secondary habitat.  Open areas such as subalpine meadows do not directly support Canada lynx.  Some of the wetlands along Cement Creek may be used by lynx but are probably relatively unimportant for lynx survival.  Wetlands most likely to be used have high shrub cover and are adjacent to large areas of forest or shrub habitat.  Wetlands with low shrub cover and that are adjacent to subalpine meadows are less likely to be used.  The wetlands immediately adjacent to Cement Creek occupy a very small area relative to the home ranges of individual lynx. While lynx are likely to occur in the study area, water quality in Cement Creek and its adjacent wetlands does not appear to be a significant factor in their occurrence or habitat quality


Other Threatened, Endangered or Sensitive Species


In addition to Canada lynx, there are seven other federally listed or candidate endangered or threatened species that may occur or be affected by activities in San Juan County.  None of them are expected to occur in the Cement Creek study area. The study area has no habitat for yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) or Umcompahgre fritillary butterfly (Boloria acrocnema), and the study area is outside the range of the Rio Grande cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarki virginalis).  There is suitable habitat for southwestern willow flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extimus), but there are no records of this species in or near the study area, and it primarily occurs at lower elevations.  Colorado pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus lucius) and razorback sucker (Xyrauchen texanus) occur downstream of Cement Creek in the San Juan River, but not within or near the study area.  Wolverine (Gulo gulo), a candidate species could occur at higher elevations in the watershed but are not known to be present in the San Juan Mountains.  


Colorado Parks and Wildlife has a list of state endangered, threatened or special concern species, some of which are the same as the federal list.  Several of these species have a low potential for occurrence in the Cement Creek study area and were not observed during the field survey, including boreal toad (Bufo boreas boreas), northern leopard frog (Rana pipiens), American peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus anatum), and Colorado River cutthroat trout (Oncorhynchus clarki pleuriticus).  There are no records of boreal toad or northern leopard frog in the study area.  Cement Creek is identified as historic habitat for Colorado River cutthroat trout in a range-wide status review (Hirsch et al 2005).  


Several BLM sensitive species may occur in the study area but were not observed.  Northern goshawk (Accipiter gentilis) occurs in upland conifer and aspen forests, and is not likely to regularly occur along the creek.  Black swift (Cypseloides niger) nests at waterfalls and forages high in the air and has no nexus with Cement Creek.  Three sensitive plant species have a low potential for occurrence and were not observed in the study area, including green sedge (Carex viridula), slender rock-brake (Cryptogramma stelleri), and slender cottongrass (Eriophorum gracile).  Green sedge and slender cottongrass occur in fens, while slender rock-brake is associated with cliffs and waterfalls. The habitats in which these species occur do not have an important nexus with the creek and its adjacent wetlands.   


In 2003, the Colorado Natural Heritage Program and Colorado State University produced the San Juan County Biological Assessment, which addresses natural communities, rare and imperiled plants and animals, and identifies potential conservation areas.  The study area includes only one plant community that is considered to be rare in this document, (Picea engelmanii)/Betula glandulosa/Carex aquatilis/Sphagnum angustifolium (iron fen), which is discussed above.   None of the rare and imperiled plant species addressed in this document were observed and most occur in habitats that are not present along Cement Creek and its adjacent wetlands.  One rare and imperiled animal species, boreal owl (Aegolius funereus), is likely to occur in forests in the Cement Creek Valley but would not be specifically be associated with the creek or its wetlands. 


The EPA provided the location of a sphagnum moss Sphagnum obtusum that was recently found by Rodney Chimner near Gladstone.  Sphagnum obtusum has not previously been found in Colorado and is not included in the recently published Bryophytes of Colorado: Mosses, Liverworts and Hornworts (Weber and Wittman, 2007).  It occurs primarily in Canada.  The site reported by Chimmer is a fen upgradient from the North Fork of Cement Creek.  This site was visited by URS during the field survey to gain a search image for this species.  The only sphagnum species observed in the study area was Sphagnum angustifolium, which was present in many of the fens, and Sphagnum fimbriata, which was observed along a portion of Cement Creek above Gladstone.  Neither of these species is considered sensitive.  


The full report will be issued by October 15, 2011.  If you have any questions regarding information presented in this preliminary report, or need additional information, please contact me at 303-330-3819 or by e-mail at Susan_Hall@URSCorp.com. 

Sincerely,


URS Corporation


		Susan Hall

Senior Ecologist
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